scHOUDLER CRASH

Rousseau was counting on this indecisive result to save his Govern-
ment.

It was then that the President of the Chamber announced : "Monsieur
Simon Lachaume, I call on you to speak !"

xv

Since the beginning of that Parliament Simon Lachaume had rarely
spoken, and always on precise matters of secondary importance. He
had never yet had to take part in so serious a debate, one in which the
words he was about to utter could have such important consequences.

As he made his way to the tribune, Simon was once again astonished
by the extraordinary speed with which his thoughts moved when he
was on the point of speaking in public, and of the number of details he
noticed on the way: the chess-board one of his colleagues was drawing
on a piece of white paper, the dirty points of his own shoes, Stenn
biting the knots on his ringers, the drooping forelock of an attendant,
the fatigue^ the disgust with men, on the President of the Chamber's
elderly face. He also thought of a carpet that he had bought the week
before and on which he had left a deposit. He thought of every-
thing, save the one important, essential thing on which he found it
impossible to concentrate his attention, the speech he was about to
make.

Before him was the curved mahogany reading-desk, the glass of water
on his right, and a tiny metal pencil forgotten by one of the preceding
speakers; the tribune, with its bath-like shape, surrounded Simon. An
ancient bath; Marat's bath. Tall speakers always had the impression
of being in danger of falling out of it; small men, on the other hand,
felt absurdly submerged in it to their armpits.

Above him, at the top of the scaffolding, Simon heard the President
talking ceaselessly to the Secretary-General, with the usual old par-
liamentary hand's ability at once to carry on a conversation and lose
no point in the speeches.

Below, Simon could see the heads of the stenographers. Then, be-
yond, was the dangerous void, peopled on the further bank by six
hundred faces, moving, muttering, noisy, hostile and paying no atten-
tion to anything but the mistakes or idiocies of the speaker.

Simon took off his glasses the better to isolate himself from the ex-
ternal world. Colours and shapes became misty; everything that went
to make up the great amphitheatre of the Republic looked as vague
and homogeneous as a huge sandpit opened in the flank of a hill
through which men and time flowed indefinitely.

"Gentlemen, I have been referred to personally in this debate. I
shall not avoid the duty, imposed on me by my conscience, of furnish-
ing the Chamber with information, which I am perhaps the only person
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